CHAPTER XVII

THE PATAGONIAN PLATEAU, TIERRA BEL FUEGO
AND  THE FALKLAND  ISLANDS

SOUTH of the Rio Colorado begins an outlying region sub-
divided by the Argentine Government for administration
purposes into the Territories of Neuquen and Rio Negro
in the northern section and of Chubut, Santa Cruz and Tierra
del Fuego in order southwards. Within the geographical area
to which these belong lies the south-eastern part of the Chilean
Territory of Magellanes which, like the other divisions above
mentioned, slopes towards the east. Except along the Atlantic
coast, in the extreme southern section, and in certain valleys
elsewhere, the whole area consists of a plateau extremely irre-
gular in surface, more or less devoid of water east of the line of
glacial lakes in the Andes, windswept, treeless, and carrying a very
scanty population.

Structurally and physically, however, the Patagonian region
contains a number of interesting features. In the eastern zone
the elevation is only moderate, but terraces along the coast and
hills and mesas at no great distance inland indicate that there is
no true coastal plain, except along the mouths of the larger
streams to the north. Already near the sea the formations
consist of horizontal sedimentary beds overlying a crystalline
base both of which continue westwards across the plateau.
Beyond the belt of terraces and platforms of intermediate eleva-
tion there extends throughout the breadth of the region to the
pre-cordilleran trough, and throughout its length from the Rio
Negro to the Straits of Magellan, a series of plateaus averaging
from 1,000 to 3,000 feet in height, but in places exceeding 5,000
feet. The surface of these is covered in places with river and
glacial debris brought from the Andes, in places with more or
less recent lava sheets ; but is free elsewhere of these adventitious
materials, so that the sedimentary and even the granitic rocks
and the products of their decomposition occasionally form the
uppermost stratum.

Some distance aw#y from the Andes the plateau formations
stop short and where exposed stand as a wall facing those moun-
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